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To modernize African agriculture in order to create wealth, it may be imperative to 

critically examine the role of technology.  There are important lessons to learn not only in 

advanced biotechnologically advanced agriculture systems as found in USA, China and 

India but also in other technologically emerging countries such as Argentina and South 

Africa.  

The Kenya Government has endorsed the use of biotechnology for development and is in 

the process of legislating the necessary legal protocols, driven in large part by the 

National Council of Science and Technology.  But there are fears, concern and myths 

about biotechnology, particularly with regard to genetically modified foods and 

organisms.  Concern have been raised from several quarters that our public universities 

are not leading form the front.  Recent contacts in various for a  have questioned the role 

of the Faculty of Agriculture in the public ‘public debate on GMOs’.  It was thus 

important to come up with a Faculty position of that all can talk with one voice.  The 

University of Nairobi’s, College of Agriculture and Veterinary Sciences held a debate on 

21st and 22nd November 2008.  This forum also looked at the Biosafety Bill 2008 and 

proposed improvements to the bill.  

Two questions guided debate:- 

(1) Can scientific innovation in biotechnology thrive amidst the din of suspicions/ 



(2) What is our stand as the Faculty of Agriculture/as a  society/as a country? 

Senior management of the University of Nairobi and Faculty members presented 

papers and discussed the issue in plenary. 

Biotechnology is any technology that uses either biological organisms or their 

products, to improve commodities or services for people.  Genetic modification is an 

examples of a biotechnology.  Ninety percent of genetics in living things, both plants 

and animals, are similar and genets can not only be exchanged across similar 

taxonomic species, but also across plants and animals.  Genetic modification has 

several advantages.  In the area of food security, there is potential to increase food 

production several-fold to help alleviate the chronic  hunger and food insecurity in the 

country.  In commerce and industry the technology has been used to improve and 

enhance food content and quantity particularly in livestock, such as improving cows 

to produce beef with highest protein content, and thus more cheese for the industry.   

Genetic modification has also been successfully used in medicine and pharmaceutical 

industry with little controversy (hormone therapy, organ transfer; in crop production 

to provide resistance to diseases and pests, to provide tolerance to such climatic 

conditions such as frost to reduce maturation time, faster, specific and of greater 

accuracy breeding over conventional breeding.   

Nevertheless, the technology is not without its weaknesses.  There is a lot of 

misunderstanding, myths and fears among consumers on the safety of consuming 

these ‘modified organisms”. 

Other concerns include the impact of deliberate or unintended release or escape of 

dangerous transgenic elements on human (allergens, transfer of antibiotic resistance) 



and environmental safety; domination of world food production by few companies.  

Increase food dependency on industrialized nations by least developing countries, 

loss of property rights on natural resources sourced locally but being commercially 

exploited in the developed world-biopiracy; new advances being skewed to the 

interest of the rich North.  

Ethical issues include violation of natural organism’s intrinsic values; tampering with 

nature by mixing genes among species; objections to consuming animal genes 

implants and vice versa.  The loudest noise has come from the use of stem cells in 

human medicine.   

Genetic modification is here to stay.  We should be a part of it and not consider 

ourselves as recipients of the technology: no one has a monopoly and we should not 

spend time reinventing the wheel.  Neither should we adopt a technology that has 

worked, or seems to be working in the west, without considering our circumstances.  

The short and immediate-term objectives are very promising, but are we assured of 

the long-term safety of consumers and the environment? 

 

SOME UNANSWERED QUESTIONS 

1. Why is it controversial to talk about GMO in agriculture and not in 

pharmaceutical and human medicine 

 

2. If GMO technology is adopted: who will meet the cost? Who will maintain the 

processing and monitoring lies for the two plant types in the filed? What is the 

minimum acceptable limits for the GM component.  what detects ability levels for 

cross contamination? 

 

3. What type of research should be allowed in this area? 

 

4. Would the transgenic animals change the direction of evolution with drastic 

consequences? 



 

5. To what extent should patents be allowed without hampering free flow of 

scientific exchange/ 

 

6. What environmental and biosafety precautions do we need to institute in this 

technology? 

 

7. Is the human welfare the only concern we should consider, what about 

environment, plant and other animal lives? 

 

8. What moral obligation does we as scientists have in this area? e.g.  Introduction of 

terminator genes, specie cross breeding etc? 

 

 

 


